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Abstract
Most prior studies of emotional expression in families describe the emotionality of
certain family members (typically mothers) and trace the effects of positive, negative, and absent
emotional expression on children's development. There is a smaller body of research on
emotional expression in fathers, and a prodigious literature indicating that marital conflict has
detrimental effects on children. Receiving relatively less attention has been the stylistic patterns
or personalities of families as a whole, interacting unit. Though some studies ask family
members to rate their family's emotional climate, fewer studies have observed families as they
work and play together. Families emotional profiles may provide useful information about the
context in which young children learn about emotions and relationships. In this study, I
examined the family interactions of96 families teaching and playing games together with their
30-month-old toddler. In 38 of the 96 families , there was also a sibling involved. I rated
frequency and intensity of positive and negative emotional expressions for each family member
and for the unit as whole, and conducted cluster analyses of these data to distinguish among
families on the basis of expressiveness patterns. These analyses revealed a high expressive group
of families and a moderate expressive group. Children in higher expressive families showed less
discomfort in a task that evoked imagery about family emotions. Children in moderate
expressive families were more expressive toward the mothers than fathers, while moderate
expressive mothers were significantly more expressive than fathers in the same families .
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Emotional expressiveness in families of toddler aged children:
A descriptive and cluster analytic analysis
The ability to experience, understand, and openly express a variety of different emotions
is a fundamental competency in young children's emotional development. Children's ability to
understand and effectively communicate their emotions is an important skill that promotes the
development of familial and peer relationships. While all infants are born with the capacity to
experience emotions, a salient influence on the way they come to understand, interpret, and
channel their emotions as they grow older is how emotions are expressed in the child's family
context. Recent evidence suggests that children of parents who are emotionally expressive in the
family are more likely to be emotionally expressive themselves (Morris, 2007).
The emotional environment of the family may not only teach young children a great deal
about how emotions are expressed, but it may also influence their understanding of emotions.
For example, parental modeling of emotions may help to promote children's understanding of
emotion (Eaton, 2001 ). A mature understanding of emotion is essential for children because it
allows them to label their own feelings, and understand others' feedback on these feelings
(Denham, Zoller, & Couchoud 1994). Hence, both the capacity to effectively express different
emotions and to understand the emotions of self and others play an important role in developing
and sustaining relationships. Emotion understanding may be particularly useful in developing
relationships because such understanding can aid in dealing with interpersonal conflict (Denham,
Zoller, & Couchoud 1994).
Emotional expression in the home can set a tone for what children expect as they learn to
encode and decode emotions. The emotional climate of the family serves as a model that children
may then come to anticipate in later social situations with other family members or with peers in
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day care or preschool. Family experiences teach children what others may be thinking or feeling,
and how feelings are managed and expressed (Nixon, 2001 ). If a child does not develop a sound
emotional understanding and learn to properly communicate his or her emotions, family and peer
relationships may be difficult to maintain and regulate. Indeed, a growing body of literature is
connecting emotional communication and expression in the family with social development and
peer relationships outside of the home (Boyum & Parke, 1995; Cassidy et al., 1992).
In recent years, emotional expressiveness in the family has grown into a major field of

study. Morris and colleagues (2007) have summarized much of this literature and outlined both
direct and indirect mechanisms whereby emotional expression in the family may exert its effects.
These include direct attitudes, coaching, expressiveness of mothers and fathers when engaging
with children, and effects that can be traced to parents' treatment of one another while
coparenting in the child' s presence. Each kind of influence is operative during whole family
interactions, which help reveal the family's underlying structure and process in ways not usually
accessible from dyadic parent-child assessments.
One major advance in the filed came in 1996 when Gottman and colleagues introduced
the notion that parents socialization of their children 's emotions is guided by a meta-emotion
philosophy, which led parents to coach and enable, or minimize, children's emotions. Emotion
coaching was revealed by parents' repmts that they were aware of emotions both in themselves
and in their children, viewed negative emotion as an opportunity for teaching, validated their
children's emotions, assisted the child in verbally labeling their emotions, and problem solved
with the child to deal with the situations that led to negative emotions. Gottman and colleagues
hypothesized that children whose parents coach them in emotions are more comfortable with,
and are better able to regulate emotions (Gottman, Katz, & Hooven, 1996) .
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In other research parental expression of emotion while interacting with the child has been
linked to the child' s socioemotional development (Eisenberg, Cumberland, & Spinrad, 1998;
Kuersten-Hogan & McHale, 2000). For example, Eisenberg and colleagues (1998) report that
parental reaction to the emotions of the child, discussion of emotion, and expression of emotion
all have effects on children' s social and emotional competency. This emotional competency is
described as an understanding of one' s own and others ' emotions, the tendency to display
emotions in an appropriate manner and the ability to inhibit or modulate experienced and
expressed emotion and emotionally derived behavior as needed to achieve goals in a socially
acceptable manner (Eisenberg, Cumberland, & Spinrad, 1998). Another line of research has
focused on individual differences in parents ' emotion talk with the child (Kuersten-Hogan, &
McHale, 2000). Direct conversations about emotions while parents engage with children may be
important support helping the child to better express their own emotions.
Parent's treatment of one another and their emotional expression toward one another has
been shown to have an effect on children. Most notably, past research has emphasized that
inte1-parental conflict has detrimental effects on children (Clark & Phares, 2004;Cummings &
Davies, 1994; Fosco & Grych, 2007). Research has shown that if parents show high levels of
negative emotion toward each other while in the child 's presence, it not only has an effect on the
child, but may also have an adverse affect on the parent-child relationship (Clark & Phares,
2004). Marital distress may also affect the degree to which a parent is emotionally available and
supportive to his or her child (Cummings & Davies, 1994). The effect of interparental conflict on
children varies depending on the context of the family; notably, Fosco and colleagues (2007)
report that children will become accustomed to particular styles of emotional expression within
their family. This in tum can affect how salient and distressing a particular interaction between
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parents is perceived to be. For example, if it is common for family members to yell at each other,
then hostility between parents may not be as salient to a child in the family as it would be to a
child where negative emotions are not a norm in his family (Fosco & Grych, 2007).
From dyads to triads and family groups: Family -level expressiveness
Most prior research on how families express emotion has been concerned mainly with
bow emotion is expressed and regulated within dyads, most typically, how emotional expression
is manifested in mother-child relationships (Malatesta & Haviland, 1982; Feng, Shaw, Skuban,
& Lane, 2007). Although much has been learned from examining the individual two-person

relationships embedded within family structures, families also come to develop signature
personalities in how they express emotion as a collective, and these patterns are missed when
researchers only study dyads. Indeed, very few studies have paid attention to the stylistic patterns
or personalities of families as whole, interacting units. A small number of studies have asked
family members to rate their family 's emotional climate (Halberstadt, Crisp, & Eaton, 1999;
Nixon & Watson, 2001), but fewer studies have observed families as they work and play
together. Such direct observation of family group dynamics rather than over-reliance on the
parent's self reports of emotional interactions in the family can provide useful information about
the broader social context in which young children are learning about emotions and relationships.
In addition to the general style of expression manifested by the entire family as a unit, a
more specific factor that may hold unique bearing for children' s development of emotion
understanding is how parents express emotions toward one another as they .coparent in the
child's presence (Cummings & Davies, 1994; Emery, 1982; Nixon & Watson, 2001). Recent
literature has suggested that children's understanding of emotion may be influenced by how
parents communicate with each other (Nixon & Watson, 2001). However, the relationship
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between emotion communication styles of parents while coparenting the child together and
children's emotion understanding has not yet been directly studied.
A further consideration for studies concerned with family-level emotions is how
emotions should be assessed. That is: should ratings be given to each individual family member
and then tallied to come up with a "unit" score? Should an impressionistic rating be given of the
family as a whole? There is currently no consensus on this question, and both approaches have
been used (Kerig & Lindahl, 2001). How one frames this question affects the kinds of data that
are then available to understand family process. For example, an analysis of the individual
emotional expressiveness of various family members can help provide understanding of whether
a single family member drives the emotional climate of the family. Past research suggests that
this may be the case; mothers tend to show more expressiveness within the family context in the
home than do fathers for both positive and negative emotions (Cassidy et al., 1992).
Finally, studies of family climate tend not to ask whether levels of expressiveness vary as
a function of sibling presence. Most studies involve just mothers, fathers, and target children,
though some analyses ofwithin-family climates as a function of sibling status have been
conducted (Brown & Dunn, 1996; Dunn, Slamkowski, & Beardsall, 1994; Modry-Mandell,
Gamble, & Taylor, 2006). Sibling relationships are important as well for general emotional
competencies of young children; indeed, some authors emphasize that they are critical for
understanding children's social and emotional development (Modry-Mandell Gamble, & Taylor
2006).
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fu!mmarv and Prospectus
In summary, past research on family expressiveness has overwhelmingly examined only

dyadic relationships in the family and the effects of emotion expression in these dyads on the
child's developing competencies. To date, far less is known about expression in the family as a
unit or about whether children's emotional adaptation can be tied to such emotional expression.
In this study, I aimed to distinguish among families by defining profiles of emotional
expressiveness through the use of a cluster analytic approach. I anticipated that some families
would express emotions with a higher density during play, thereby affording a potentially richer
learning environment for toddlers' experience with emotions. 1 hypothesized that were this so,
children growing up in such a family climate would show greater knowledge about emotions and
greater ease and comfort in a situation that demanded the child's navigation of and
communication about emotions in relationships.

My specific research questions were as follows:
1. Is it possible to distinguish among families to define profiles or groups of moderately

expressive and high-expressive families?
2. In what ways do the interior dynamics of moderate and high expressive family groups
differ, and in what ways are they alike?
3. Would parents in higher expression groups report engaging in more emotion coaching
behavior?
4. Might toddlers in the high-expressive group display more mature understanding of
emotions, or greater comfort during a task involving display of emotions in families?

rl\
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Method
Participants

A sample of 96 two-parent families participated in the parent study from which this
sample was drawn, a large federally-funded study directed by Dr. James McHale. Participants
came from a large urban Northeastern community of 180,000. Fathers' ages at time of
assessment ranged from 22-52 years with a mean age of 34. Mothers' ages ranged from 22-50
with a mean age of 32. Family income ranged from $20,000-$100,000 plus, with a median
family income of$65,000-$70,000 in 2002 U.S. dollars. The average number ofyears of
education was 15.85 for fathers (equivalent of a 4-year college degree, but with a range from 12
to 20 years, SD=2.21) and 16.15 for mothers (range=12-20, SD=2.00). The majority of
participants were college graduates. Fathers worked an average of 48.95 hours per week
(SD=8.795), and mothers worked an average of 17. 11 hours per week (SD=17.03). Of the 95
fathers that reported ethnicity, 85 were Caucasian (89.47%), 4 were African-Americans (4.21 %),
2 were Asian-American (2.1 %), 2 were Hispanic (2.1%), and 2 were reported as other (2.1 %).
And of the 95 mothers that reported ethnicity, 92 were Caucasian (96.84%), 1 was AfricanAmerican (1.05%), 1 was Asian-American (1.05%), and 1 was Hispanic (1.05%). Participants
were recruited for the study through advertisements in area newspapers and parenting magazines.
Procedure

The families who participated in this study came in for assessment sessions at Clark
University's Child and Family Study Center in Worcester, Massachusetts. Family visits to the
center were scheduled at the time of the toddler's 30-month "birthday" (age 2 12). The visits
included an emotion regulation waiting task, a completion by parents of self report evaluations of
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individual and family adjustment, and observed family (Mother-Father-Child-Sibling)
interactions to be described in detail below.
During the university visits, the entire family (Mother, Father, Child, and Sibling[s] if
present) took part in a videotaped, 20-minute play and teaching interaction session intended to
elicit a wide range of emotions. The interaction session involved four 5-minute activities. For the
first activity, Mothers and Fathers were instructed to help negotiate a competitive game of Jenga,
they were instructed on the rules of the game, but were allowed to play with the Jenga blocks in
the manner of their choosing. Second, the family was given props to share a pretend family meal
together. Third, the family was given a game of horseshoes to play together. Finally the family
had to explore a novel toy box together. Although families were given a new activity to perform
every five minutes of the interaction, they were given permission by the experimenter to revett to
a previous toy or activity if the child preferred. After the four activities were complete, the
family was instructed to do a short clean up of the playroom together, however this portion of the
interaction was not coded for emotional expression for the purposes of this study.
These family interactions were videotaped and observed through one-way mirrors, and
the family members were aware of the cameras in the room. The data was then coded for
emotional expression of each family member individually, and also as a single-family unit. The
coding system used will be discussed in more detail in the following section.
Constructs and Measures
Descriptive data for all constructs and measures that will be used in the data analyses for
this thesis are presented in Table 1. Global rating scales were used in the coding of emotional
expressions during the videotaped interactions. A total of 19 ratings were used to assess whole
family expressiveness, each parent's individual expressiveness toward their partner and their
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child, the child's individual expressiveness overall and toward each parent, and the sibling's
individual expressiveness overall and toward each parent. Three additional ratings - yielding 22
ratings in all, were generated if there was one sibling together with the family, and 6 additional
ratings (25 ratings in all) were generated if two or more siblings were present. During the
interaction, all members had to be present in the playroom to be coded for emotional expression,
if a member left the room for any reason, the coding was paused until all members returned.
For this study, emotional expression was defmed as any positive expression signifying
happiness or pride, any smile or laugh, any positive talk, and any positive physical attention, or
any negative expression connoting anger, frustration, fear, or sadness, or any other use of a
negative tone of voice. Hence expressiveness could be either verbal or non verbal; while most
often directed from one particular family member toward another, we also allowed for
expressions directed toward no target in particular.
To establish proper use of the coding system used to gauge emotional expression, I
worked collaboratively with the creator of the system (Dr. R. Kuersten-Hogan, Assumption
College, MA). We evaluated together a sub-set of the families who took part in the study.
Initially, Dr. Kuersten-Hogan and I independently rated five families. We then compared our
scores and discussed cases where we differed. Approximately half way through coding the 96
families, Dr. Kuersten-Hogan and I again independently rated two family cases and discussed
differences.
Whole family expressiveness
For the rating of the whole family 's emotional expressiveness, the focus was on the
family as a single unit and not on any specific member. Five variables were coded; means,
standard deviations, and ranges for these five are summarized in Table 1. The first rating scale
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evaluated the family's range of feelings on a scale of 1-5 (1-No feelings, 5-Wide range ofboth
positive and negative feelings). This scale considered the variety of emotional expressions shown
by any of the family members during the interaction.
The next two rating scales evaluated the family 's intensity of positive and negative
feelings. These scales were also 1-5, starting with very low intensity of emotion (Brief smile or
frown, sigh, brief angry glance), and working up the scale to very high intensity of emotion
(shouting loudly, extended loud laughter, getting out of seat and knocking chair over in anger).
The final two rating scales for whole family expressiveness evaluated the frequency of
positive and negative feelings expressed on a scale of 1-5 (1-None, 5-Very Frequent). These
scales measure how often feelings were expressed over the course of the interaction by any
member of the family. The frequency ratings do not include the type of feeling or the intensity of
feeling that is expressed.
Parents' individual expressiveness
Overall emotional expression was assessed for each parent individually. A total of 5
variables were rated for mothers and a total of 5 for fathers (see Table 1 for descriptive data).
These rating scales took into consideration the range, intensity, and frequency of the feelings
expressed during the interaction. The items were based on a scale of 1-5, with a score of 1 being
very constrained (showing almost no emotion whatsoever during interaction), and a score of 5
being very open (showing high frequency of emotion, high intensity of emotion, and a wide
range of positive and negative emotions during the interaction).
The mother and father were also individually rated on emotional expression toward their
children and toward their spouse. These items were based on a 1-5 scale using the same scale
points as the previous questions. They were then rated separately on the quality of
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expressiveness with children and with spouse. This also was on a 1-5 scale with a score of 1
being very negative (showing all negative emotions and almost no positive emotions), 3 being
balanced (showing an equal amount of positive and negative emotions) and 5 being very positive
(showing all positive and almost no negative emotions).
Children's' individual expressiveness
For the individual analysis of the target child and the sibling(s), three rating scales were
used to gauge (a) overall emotional expression (range, intensity and frequency of emotion
expressed), and (b) emotional expressions specifically directed toward each parent individually
(see Table 1 for descriptives). These items were coded using the same scale points as specified
above.
Emotion Coaching: Maternal and paternal coaching of anger and of sadness
Parents completed Gottman, Katz, and Hooven's (1996) Meta-Emotion Interview. ln this
interview, parents first spent time recalling their own childhoods and the emotional propensities
of their own parents or caregivers; examined their own current propensities for expressing and
managing emotions and using emotions instrumentally within social relationships; and then
turned their attention to their toddlers, describing specific emotional events, distinguishing
events evoking sadness from those evoking anger, and attempting to provide a play-by-play of
particular emotional episodes with their children. The parent study from which these data were
drawn used a set of coding schemes developed by Gottman et al. (1996) to evaluate parents'
responses for evidence of coaching attitudes. High coaching parents were those who reported
more discussions and problem solving around emotion expression. Lower-scoring parents
seemed less aware of their child's emotional experience, had trouble giving detailed examples of
emotional interactions, or openly admitted that emotional discussion and expressiveness were not

regular features of their family environment. I examined two meta-emotion variables per parent:
coaching of anger, and coaching of sadness (see Table 1 for descriptive data). Gottman and
colleagues found that the range of interobserver reliabilities for the coaching scale was higher
than .73.
Children's comfort with emotions: Overt behavior while telling stories about family emotions
Children sat at a small table and were given a small (3 Y2") set of stuffed bears (mother,
father, and baby); children with siblings also received a second bear labeled as the gender of the
sibling closest in age. The bears had beaming, smiling faces affixed to their heads with velcro.
The child was told that the dolls were a family and that he/she could move the dolls around the
board to tell a story about a happy family. Once she was finished, the happy faces were replaced
with sad ones (including a tear dropping from one eye) and asked to tell a story of a sad family.
Finally, mad faces were affixed and the child was asked to tell a story of a mad family with the
dolls. Trained raters, blind to all other information about the family, then provided clinical
ratings of the child's comfort level during the task. Curiosity about, engagement with, and
manipulation of the dolls were taken as signifiers of comfort, while refusals, fidgeting, off-task
talk, fearful facial expressions, and other related signs of were taken as indicators of discomfort.
Two measures were used from the doll play task, first was engagement overall, which is a
composite variable derived from happy engagement, sad engagement, and mad engagement. The
second was discomfort overall which also was a composite variable derived from sad discomfort,
mad discomfort, and happy discomfort (see Table 1 for descriptives). McHale and colleagues
(1999) have used this system in past studies looking at dynamics within the family.
Children's Emotion Understanding Task
In this task, children were shown 3 small circular felt faces- happy, sad and mad. They
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were asked to label each, and received 2 points for each correct answer (expressive). They were
also asked to point to the correct face as the examiner named an emotion and again received 2
points for each correct answer (receptive). The maximum score for these two parts was hence 12.
Vignettes were also used and children were told 6 stories (e.g., child is walking down street with
ice cream cone, the ice cream falls out onto the sidewalk, how does the child feel?) and were
asked to identify the emotion the child was feeling. Another 12 points were possible (the
"situational score"). Table 1 presents descriptive data for this task. Denham and colleagues
(1990) have reported acceptable psychometric properties for this instrument

Results
The results section is organized into four main sections according to the four research
questions posed in the introduction.
1. Is it possible to distinguish among families to define profiles or groups of moderately

expressive and high-expressive families?
Six of the emotion vmiables coded were chosen for use in analyses designed to determine
whether specific sub-groups of expressive families could be identified. The six-- Mother's
expression towards child, Mother's expression towards spouse, Father's expression towards
child, Father's expression towards spouse, child's expression towards Mother, and child's
expression toward Father -- were selected because they directly assessed interactions between the
central pairs of members. Cluster analyses performed using these six variables yielded four
different groups, including two sensible groupings with sample sizes large enough to retain for
further analyses. Of the two groups that were retained, Group 1 (29 families) was significantly
higher on all six expressiveness variables than was Group 2 (64 families; Figure 1.). As Group 1
contained only about half as many families as did Group 2, I will refer to Group 1 as "high
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expressiveness" families (rather than Group 2 as especially "low" expressive). Given the
relatively minimal negative emotion elicited by the procedures, the groups are probably best
understood as being high in positive rather than negative emotional expression. They do,
however, take into account degree of emotional communication among all members of the
family group rather than activity in one of the family dyads.
2. In what ways did family dynamics in the two groups compare?

In both groups, I found that the flow of emotional expression was directed from parentto-child more often than it was from child-to-parent. That is, parents rather than children tended
to set the emotional tone of the family. Paired sample t-tests confirmed that as a group, parents
expressed more emotion toward the child than the child did toward the parents. This was
observed in both Group 1, t (28) = 2.92, p < .01, and Group 2, t (63)- 5.27, p < .001. It does not
appear to be unusual for families to have expressive parents, or children who express lower
emotion, in lab situations.
Paired sample t-tests also revealed another interesting finding. Parents showed more
expression toward the child than they did toward one another during the interaction. Once again,
this proved to be the case for both cluster groups, regardless of the level of expression in the
family. Group 1, t (28) = 3.84, p < .01, Group 2, t (63) = 16.84, p < .001.
These similarities noted, analyses also revealed a potentially meaningful difference
between the two groups in within-family pattems of emotional expression. Specifically, while
children in the moderately expressive families directed more emotion toward their mother than
they did toward their father, t (63) = 2.81 , p < .01, children in higher expressive families did not.
Rather, in these families, children directed emotional expressions toward their mother and father
more equally. This is paralleled by fmdings that in the moderately expressive families, overall
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expression by mothers was significantly higher than the father's overall expression, t (95) = 2.53,

p < .05 while in high expressive families, mother's and father's overall emotion expression did
not differ significantly. These data suggest that in certain families where the mother is more
expressive than is the father, the child reciprocates a higher level of emotional expression to the
mother more so than they do to the less expressive father.

3. Did parents in the two groups differ in emotion coaching?
Mothers in high expressive famili es reported higher coaching of their children's sad (but
not mad) emotions (Table 2), t (54)= 2.02, p < .05. In other words, higher levels of family group
expressiveness were found in families where mothers reported intentional efforts to cultivate
emotion understanding in their children. The same was not true for fathers, however. Fathers in
high expressive families did not report greater intentional coaching of child emotions than did
fathers in moderately expressive families.

4. Did toddlers in high-expressive families display more comfort during a task involving display
ofemotions in families and/or a better understanding of emotions?
As hypothesized, toddlers from high expression families showed less discomfort during
the doll play task, which involved displaying family emotions, than did toddlers from moderate
expressive families (Table 2), t = -2.09, p < .05 . This is consistent with the notion that toddlers in
higher expressive families may be more comfortable with demonstrations of emotion because
they are exposed to emotions more often in their family group. By contrast, toddlers in
moderately expressive families may appear less comfortable because their families may be less
likely to show or discuss emotions openly.
I also hypothesized that children from high expressive families would demonstrate a
better understanding of emotions. Contrary to this hypothesis, I found no significant difference in
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the emotion understanding task between the high expressive children and the moderate
expressive children on all ofthe emotion understanding variables; Denham's situational total
score, t (74) == -1.276, p = .206, composite for Denham's expressive plus receptive facial
understanding, t (73) = -.249, p = .804.
Discussion

The aims of this thesis were to evaluate emotional expression within the family during
the toddler period and to determine if it was possible to distinguish among families based on
their levels of emotional expression. Family group emotional climates may have an effect on
young children ' s comfort with and perhaps also understanding of emotions. The major questions
that I sought to address in this study were whether it was possible to identify groups of family
profiles that showed meaningful family group-level differences, how the dynamics of any such
family groups might compare, and whether the different emotional climates might be related to
children's comfort with emotions.
Data from this study provide some preliminary evidence that there may be value in
pursuing a family level of analysis in understanding emotion socialization. I found that it was
possible to identify meaningful family group-level differences in emotional expression during
the toddler years even from an assessment that pulled strongly for positive, rather than negative,
emotions. Though positive expressiveness was seen in nearly all families, it was nonetheless still
possible, through the use of cluster analysis, to identify groupings of families that showed
relatively higher and more moderate levels of emotional expression. By virtue of the approach I
took (analyzing all pair-wise combinations of family members in the mother-father-child unit), I
was able to maximize the likelihood that family group-level differences would reflect the degree
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of emotional communication among all members of the family group (as opposed to selectively
greater activity in one of the family dyads).
These different groupings would have been of only academic interest had not betweengroup comparisons of the groups revealed some interesting differences between high and
moderately expressive families. First, unlike children in high expressive families, who directed
emotions toward mothers and fathers relatively evenly, children in moderate expressive families
favored the mother in directing greater emotional expression toward her- and for their part
mothers in the moderate expressive families showed higher levels of expression than did fathers.
This mother-father difference was not as pronounced in high expressive families. Hence, going
beyond the overall finding that parent-to-child expression was more frequent than was child-toparent expression in both groups of families, the children nonetheless still appeared to be
echoing the degree of emotion that their mothers were expressing (at least in Group 2).
Second, family level expressiveness was related to at least one conceptually-related factor
that was evaluated outside the context of the interactions themselves. I found that mothers in the
higher expressive group reported during an extended interview that they engaged in more
coaching of sad emotions than did mothers in the moderate-expressive group. The intentional
stance and related perspective that emotional expression was normal, impmiant, and to be
encouraged could possibly be one factor in the family's greater openness. Other research has
suggested that the emotional development may be enhanced if parents coach the children in
specific emotions, feeling more comfortable in showing and dealing with those emotions
(Gottman, Katz, & Hooven, 1996; Gottman, Katz, & Hooven, 1997; Ramsden & Hubbard,
2002). It would be interesting to learn whether intentional teaching efforts supported over the

long term by greater family openness in expression of emotion collectively seed eventual greater
emotion understanding by children.
Third, there was at least one child corollary I found linking children's behavior outside
the family interaction to emotional expression within the family. Toddlers in high expressive
families showed less discomfort in a doll play task that evoked imagery about family emotions.
The task required them to tell emotional stories of families with configurations similar to their
own. This supports the interpretation that less discomfort may accompany greater exposure to
daily emotions in a more emotionally expressive family, such that emotions are more common
place and therefore familiar to the child. Alternately, if a child is being raised in a household
where little emotion is shown, it is reasonable that the child might feel uncomfortable with, or
shy away from displaying certain emotions. This said, I did not find the anticipated difference for
toddlers' understanding of emotions; that is, children from high and moderately expressive
families showed similar levels of understanding. Perhaps understanding processed normally in
both groups of families, and is adversely affected in very low expressive families.
These findings all pertain to between-group differences, and advance our current
understanding of within-family dynamics. However, other findings of note in this study had to do
with normal family processes that replicated across the two groups. For example, in both groups,
parents expressed emotions toward their children far more than they did toward one another.
However, it is possible that this may have owed to the age of the child (2 ~) and the normative
challenges in parenting at this time. It would be interesting to determine whether this finding
replicates as children age into more independent stages of later childhood.
Another similarity between the groups, perhaps a bit more surprising, was that emotional
expression was most often expressed from parent-to-child rather than child-to-parent. This
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finding brings up interesting questions about the role of parental emotion expression at this age,
and about the developmental process wherein children ultimately come to be more expressive
with adults themselves. Further research on this topic is warranted.
Despite these interesting findings, this study had a number of important limitations. First,
I recognize that there are many ways to parse and understand family emotions during family
group interactions. The method I chose for my thesis captures overall levels of expression, but
not sequences (for example, when a mother and father both direct an emotional bid to a child and
the child responds with a matching emotion to just one parent but not the other, does the ignored
parent withdraw or heighten their expression of emotion? Does this pattern differ in different
families - and if so, what might that say about the family?). In future work, multiple levels of
analysis of this data may be expected to shed light on these important questions.
I also recognize that tasks that evoke more conflictual interactions and negative
expressiveness in families would be needed to supplement the findings I uncovered in this study
of play and positive family interaction. It would be interesting to determine whether assessments
of expression of negative emotion would miiTor, or be different from, the patterning of results I
found by analyzing play tasks. If emotion expression is OK and safe in families, expression of
annoyance should also be associated with comfort with emotions, at least hypothetically, while
suppression of annoyance might lead to discomfort in situations where anger is present. But this
is a complicated issue and demands study in its own right. A related limitation of my study has to
do with the coding system I used to analyze the family interactions. The coding system was
adequate for capturing variability in positive expression shown, but it did not allow for many of
the subtle shows of negativity that may have yielded higher negative expression in the members
and the family as a whole. The cluster analysis conducted originally produced four groups based
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the expression variables, including at least one that looked to have something to do with

negative expression. Had the coding system I used been more sensitive to negative emotion, I
believe that one or both of the two discarded groups may still have contained families that
showed meaningfully negative emotions, even though the tasks didn ' t pull for such negative
emotion.
Finally, research with multiple cultural groups is needed to address questions of how
emotions are expressed, what effects they have on children, and what mechanisms impact child
development of emotion. Such studies are especially important in applied, clinical work with
families of different cultural backgrounds.
Having outlined these limitations, I believe that the sensible patterning of fmdings in my
thesis furthers the case for study of the family group as a social context for emotion socialization
during the toddler years. Future work should compare both dyadic and whole family approaches,
and document the unique and additive effects of each.
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Table I
Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables

Variable

11

M

SD

Range

96
96
96
96
96

3.78
3.02
1.68
4.18
2.43

.86
.68
1.06
.65
.78

2-5
2-5
0-4
3-5
1-4

96
96
96
96
96

3.08
2.89
4.18
1.94
3.86

.61
.56
.66
.75
1.55

2-4
1-4
0-5
1-4
0-5

96
96
96
96
96

2.92
2.66
4.27
1.80
3.36

.85
.81
.66
.83
1.97

1-5
1-5
0-5
1-4
0-5

Whole family expressiveness
Range of feelings
Intensity of positive feelings expressed
Intensity of negative feelings expressed
Frequency of positive feelings expressed
Frequency of negative feelings expressed
Mother's expressiveness
Overall emotional expression
Emotional expression toward children
Quality of expressiveness with children
Emotional expression toward spouse
Quality of expressiveness with spouse
Father's expressiveness
Overall emotional expression
Emotional expression toward children
Quality of expressiveness with children
Emotional expression toward spouse
Quality of expressiveness with spouse
Target child's expressiveness
Overall emotional expression
Emotional expression toward Mother
Emotional expression toward Father
Sibling's expressiveness
Overall emotional expression
Emotional expression toward Mother
Emotional expression toward Father

96
96
96

2.81
2.46
2.29

.81
.66
.79

1-5
1-4
1-4

53
53
53

2.40
2.02
2.06

1.10
.99
1.01

1-5
1-4
1-4

Meta Emotion Interview
Dad's coaching of child's sadness
Dad's coaching of child's anger
Mom's coaching of child's sadness
Mom's coaching of child's anger

66
65
64
64

38.94
37.17
42.39
40.19

4.97
4.85
3.27
3.98

25. 14-48.40
24.74-44.00
28.29-48.89
30.56-46.20

Doll Play Task
Engagement overall
Discomfort overall

68
68

2.31
1.62

1.20
.81

1-5
1-4
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Table 2
Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables By Cluster Group

Group 1

Group 2

n

M

n

M

29
29
29
29
29

4.14
3.45
1.93
4.66
2.66

64
64
64
64
64

3.61
2.80
1.55
3.95
2.31

*
*

29
29
29
29
29

3.45
3.17
4.21
2.59
4.45

64
64
64
64
64

2.91
2.77
4.22
1.59
3.61

*
*

29
29
29
29
29

3.45
3.10
4.24
2.55
4.45

64
64
64
64
64

2.61
2.39
4.28
1.39
2.86

*
*

29
29
29

3.24
2.80
2.76

64
64
64

2.56
2.27
2.02

*
*
*

29
29
29

2.55
2.10
2.20

64
64
64

2.30
1.97
1.97

Meta Emotion Interview
Dad's coaching of child's sadness
Dad's coaching of chi ld's anger
Mom 's coaching of child's sadness
Mom's coaching of child's anger

18
18
18
18

38.38
36.87
43.30
39.99

40
39
38
38

39.62
37.38
41.76
39.84

*

Doll Play Task
Engagement overall
Discomfort overall

15
15

2.53
1.27

36
36

2.33
1.64

*

24
22

6.0833
-.1324

52
53

6.9038
-.0158

Variable
Whole family expressiveness
Range of feelings
Intensity of positive feelings expressed
Intensity of negative feelings expressed
Frequency of positive feelings expressed
Frequency of negative feelings expressed
Mother's expressiveness
Overall emotional expression
Emotional expression toward children
Quality of expressiveness with children
Emotional expression toward spouse
Quality of expressiveness with spouse
Father's expressiveness
Overall emotional expression
Emotional expression toward children
Quality of expressiveness with children
Emotional expression toward spouse
Quality of expressiveness with spouse
Target child's expressiveness
Overall emotional expression
Emotional expression toward Mother
Emotional expression toward Father
Sibling's expressiveness
Overall emotional expression
Emotional expression toward Mother
Emotional expression toward Father

Denham's Emotion Understanding
Denham's situational total score
Composite for Denham's expressive plus
receptive facial understanding

Significant

*

*
*

*
*
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Figure 1 - Graph from Cluster Analysis
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